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1. Species: Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus) 
 

2. Status:   Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G5 Species is Secure 

At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

CNHP S5 Species is Secure 
At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

None N/A 

USDI FWSb N/A N/A 
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
Breeding distribution of pinyon jays extend from central Oregon and eastern California, east into 
southern Montana and western Wyoming, south to central Arizona and southern New Mexico. In 
Colorado, pinyon jays are permanent residents of pinyon-juniper woodlands throughout western, 
central, and southern portions of the state (Andrews and Righter 1992 cited in Wiggins 2005). 
 
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) trend analysis indicates negative population trends for the periods 
1966-2013 and 2003-2013 in Colorado (N=50, Trend -3.99, -3.64, respectively) as well as the 
Southern Rockies/Colorado Plateau region (N=138, Trend = -3.94, -3.75, respectively) (Sauer et 
al. 2014). Trend and abundance within the planning area has not been reported. 
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Pinyon pine mortality due to Ips beetle outbreak in 2003 affected 18,884 acres within the San 
Luis Valley; approximately 4,100 acres of pinyon pine within the planning area was affected. No 
indications of notable Ips-induced pinyon pine mortality outbreaks within the planning area have 
been reported since 2003 (USFS Annual Aerial Survey Data, 2001-2014).  
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS and RMBO databases) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years >50 
Year Last Observed 2014  

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  
 
Pinyon Jays are pinyon and juniper obligates in Colorado and over most of their range. They nest 
commonly at the lower elevations of pinyon-juniper woodlands, often where junipers dominate. 
A few nest in ponderosa pine. They prefer extensive stands far from high human activity 
(Colorado Partners in Flight 2015). In Colorado, pinyon jays only rarely use ponderosa pine 
forests for nesting; only 2 percent of confirmed breeding records during the Colorado Breeding 
Bird Atlas project were in ponderosa pine, with 96 percent having occurred in pinyon-juniper 
(Dexter 1998 cited in Wiggins 2005). They breed in loose colonies and tend to use the same 
general nesting site from year to year (Balda 2002). 
 
Only one brood is produced annually, but re-nesting after nest failure is common. Breeding 
commences late February-early May (Balda 2002).  
 
Primary food during the fall, winter, and spring appears to be pine seeds, especially pinyon pine 
seeds. During the breeding season, adults will deliver a variety of food to nestlings including 
insects, arachnids, and pine nuts (Wiggins 2005). In winter, pinyon jays will utilize areas similar 
to their breeding home range, but may wander during the fall and early winter to nearby habitats 
to feed on limber (Pinus flexilis) and bristlecone pine (P. aristata) seeds, or to low elevation 
riparian areas during years of poor pine seed crops (Dawson 1923, Balda 2002 cited in Wiggins 
2005). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]:  
 

Pinyon jay habitat quality is directly tied to the effects of drought, fire suppression, and 
destruction of pinyon-juniper and ponderosa pine woodlands. Managing for healthy, mature 
pinyon-juniper and ponderosa pine woodlands will likely be the single most effective means of 
supporting stable pinyon jay populations (Wiggins 2005). 
 
Gillihan (2005 cited in Wiggins 2005) suggested the following considerations in managing 
pinyon-juniper habitats for pinyon jays: 
 

• retain patches of mature pinyon or pinyon-juniper of greater than 7 square miles, which is 
likely near the minimum area of each flock’s home range (Ligon 1971, Balda and 
Bateman 1972) 

• retain large trees, which are the most prolific cone-producers, since successful breeding is 
very closely tied to pinyon pines and seed production 

• inventory potential breeding habitat on an annual or biannual basis to locate nesting sites 
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• develop roads, picnic areas, or other sources of disturbance no closer than 0.6 miles from 
known nesting sites since pinyon jay breeding colonies are sensitive to human 
disturbance 

 
With respect to the thinning of pinyon-juniper woodlands, attempts should be made to leave a 
thinned woodland that maintains mature, cone-producing pinyon trees. This could be achieved 
either by targeting younger pinyons, or by preferentially thinning juniper. However, thinning 
juniper may have negative effects on other species that are closely tied to pinyon-juniper habitats 
Wiggins 2005). 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
The primary natural disturbance that may negatively impact pinyon jays is long-term drought that 
becomes the primary factor behind an outbreak of pinyon engraver beetles (Ips confusus) such as 
the widespread outbreak that occurred in the early-mid 2000s in the southwestern U.S. (Negrón 
and Wilson 2003 cited in Wiggins 2005). The effects of localized pinyon die-offs on jays may 
include shifts in colony sites/home ranges, increased fall/winter dispersal, higher mortality, and 
decreased breeding output (Wiggins 2005).  
 
Other threats and risk factors include pinyon-juniper woodland removal, livestock grazing at a 
level that degrades grassland and riparian habitats, and fire suppression that leads to 
uncharacteristically severe wildfires in pinyon-juniper habitats (Wiggins 2005).  
 
8. Key literature: 
 
Balda, Russell P. 2002. Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus), The Birds of North America 
Online (A. Poole, Ed.). Ithaca: Cornell Lab of Ornithology; Retrieved from the Birds of North 
America Online: http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/605 [07/13/2015]. 
 
Colorado Partners in Flight. 2015. Pinyon jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus). Accessed online at: 
http://www.rmbo.org/pif/bcp/phy87/pj/pija.htm [07/13/2015]. 
  
NatureServe. 2015. Explorer, an online encyclopedia of life. Accessed online at: 
http://explorer.natureserve.org/index.htm [07/13/2015]. 
 
Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBO). 2015. Rocky Mountain Avian Data Center. 
Accessed online at: http://rmbo.org/v3/avian/ExploretheData.aspx [07/13/2015]. 
 
Sauer, J. R., J. E. Hines, J. E. Fallon, K. L. Pardieck, D. J. Ziolkowski, Jr., and W. A. Link. 2014.  
The North American Breeding Bird Survey, Results and Analysis 1966 - 2013. Version 
01.30.2015. USGS Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, Laurel, MD. [071/13/2015]. 
 
Wiggins, D.A. 2005. Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus): a technical conservation 
assessment. [Online]. USDA Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Region. Available: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/r2/projects/scp/assessments/pinyonjay.pdf [07/13/2015]. 
 
 
  

http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/605
http://www.rmbo.org/pif/bcp/phy87/pj/pija.htm


4 
 

9. Map of Known Occurrences and Modeled Suitable Habitat 
 
Suitable pinyon jay habitat model consists of all pinyon-juniper forest cover types in habitat 
structural stages 3 and 4. Area of modeled habitat within the planning area totals 32, 586 acres 
(Figure 1) Known occurrences (NRIS database, RMBO 2015) are also shown in Figure 1.  
 

Figure 1. Pinyon Jay Known Occurrences (NRIS, RMBO 2015) and Modeled Habitat. 


